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1. Introduction
　 From a peak of 2,200,000 in 2008, the number of foreigners resident in Japan declined for 
four consecutive years, falling by 8.1% between 2008 and 2012.  In the three years, 2009―2011, 
after the onset of the global financial crisis, Brazilians of Japanese descent (hereafter, Japanese 
Brazilians) suffered the most.  In particular, unemployment among Japanese Brazilians has 
risen because of their vulnerable working contracts, as most were hired in the manufacturing 
sector on a temporary basis through recruitment agencies, under so-called haken practices 
(Higuchi and Tanno 2003).  In response to the rise in unemployment among Japanese 
Brazilians due to the economic downturn, the Ministry of Health, Labor and Welfare launched 
a voluntary return program in 2009, providing financial incentives for unemployed foreign 
workers of Japanese ancestry to return to their home countries.  Hence, the crisis hit not only 
immigrants in Japan but also the remittances sent to their home countries (Papademietriou et 
al. 2010).
　 Against this background, this study examines the recent trends of foreign workers in 
Japan.  Building on studies that focus on the impact of the economic crisis on foreign workers 
economically and socially (e.g., Takenoshita 2014), this study sheds light on the trends 
of foreign workers of Japanese ancestry that live and work in industrial towns and send 
remittances to their home countries.  Given that migrant remittances to developing countries 
have increased at a tremendous rate over recent decades and have continued to rise despite the 
crisis (World Bank 2015), we explore how the global financial crisis influenced remittance flows 
from Japan to the sending countries.
　 The remainder of this paper is organized as follows.  Section 2 focuses on the change in the 
number of foreign residents before and after the recession.  Section 3 investigates how the 
economic crisis affected foreign workers in industrial areas.  Section 4 examines the recent 
increase in permanent residents in Japan.  Section 5 considers data on remittances from Japan. 
Concluding remarks are provided in Section 6.
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2. Trends in foreign residents
　 The number of resident foreigners decreased dramatically after the onset of the global 
financial crisis in 2008, when the total was over 2,200,000; however, the trend has begun to 
increase again in recent years (Figure 1).  In particular, the number of foreign workers in the 
Entertainment, Engineering, and Intra-corporate Transferee categories declined by 84.9%, 
12.2%, and 13.6%, respectively between 2008 and 2014 (Table 1).  Further, Japanese Brazilians 
designated as long-term residents were hit hardest by the economic crisis, showing a 38.3% 
decline compared with 2008.  Given that 30% of long-term resident workers come from Brazil, 
the impact of the economic crisis has fallen unevenly on demographic groups.
Figure 1　Foreign residents in Japan, 2005―2011 (ten thousand)
Source: Ministry of Justice
　 On the contrary, permanent residents and their spouses have continued to increase since 
2008, as discussed further in Section 4. Among this group, the numbers of Specialists in 
humanities or international services, Skilled workers, and Technical interns have increased. 
Technical interns are entitled to earn regular wages governed by the minimum wage laws. 
The technical internship program was originally designed as a way for foreigners to acquire 
technical knowledge and skills by working in a Japanese firm.
　 As Figure 2 shows, the number of new residents entering in Japan to work has increased 
since 2014 following a consecutive decline during the years immediately after the financial 
crisis.  However, the number of long-term foreign residents has continued to decline because of 
the decrease in people of Japanese descent from Latin America.  Indeed, in 2009, the outflow of 
this group surpassed the inflow (Figure 3).
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Table 1　Foreign residents by status 2005, 2008―2014
Status of Residence 2005 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 Change in 2008―2014 (%)
Permanent residents 349,804 492,056 533,472 565,089 598,440 624,501 655,315 677,019 37.6
Long-Term residents 265,639 258,498 221,771 194,602 177,983 165,001 160,391 159,596 －38.3
Spouses or children of 
Japanese nationals 259,656 245,497 221,923 196,248 181,617 162,332 151,156 145,312 －40.8
Students 129,568 138,514 145,909 201,511 188,605 180,919 193,073 214,525 54.9
Specialists in humanities or 
international service 55,276 67,291 69,395 68,467 67,854 69,721 72,319 76,902 14.3
Trainees 54,107 86,826 65,209 9,343 3,388 1,804 1,501 1,427 －98.4
Technical intern　*1 ― ― ― 100,008 141,994 151,477 155,206 167,626 ―
Entertainers 36,376 13,031 10,966 9,247 6,265 1,646 1,662 1,967 －84.9
Engineers 29,044 52,273 50,493 46,592 42,634 42,273 43,038 45,892 －12.2
Pre-college students　*2 28,147 41,313 46,759 ― ― ― ― ― ―
Skilled labor 15,112 25,863 29,030 30,142 31,751 33,863 33,425 33,374 29.0
Intra-company transferee 11,977 17,798 16,786 16,140 14,636 14,867 15,218 15,378 －13.6
Spouses or children of 
permanent residents 11,066 17,839 19,570 20,251 21,674 22,946 24,649 27,066 51.7
Designated activities 87,324 121,863 130,636 72,374 22,751 20,159 22,673 28,001 －77.0
Others 678,459 638,764 624,293 604,137 578,916 542,147 536,819 527,746 －17.4
Total 2,011,555 2,217,426 2,186,212 2,134,151 2,078,508 2,033,656 2,066,445 2,121,831 －4.3
*1　Newly created status in 2010 incorporating the Trainee and Technical Intern Program
*2　Integrated into the Students status in 2010
Source: Ministry of Justice
Figure 2　Inflows of new entrants of foreign residents by status 2007―2014
Note: As Trainees status created in 2010, we have no data of it before 2010.
Source: Ministry of Justice
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3. Foreign workers in areas with high industry agglomeration
　 We now consider the magnitude of the impact of the economic downturn on foreign workers 
of Japanese descent, especially workers from Brazil who live and work in areas with high 
industry agglomeration.  As most Japanese Brazilians work in the manufacturing sector (e.g., 
the automobile industry), it is suggested that areas with high manufacturing agglomeration 
would have been hit harder by the crisis than other areas.  At the prefecture level, Aichi and 
Shizuoka have a high agglomeration of automobile companies such as Toyota and Honda.  In 
Shizuoka and Aichi, the proportion of Brazilians of all foreign residents decreased from 40.8% 
and 27.1% in 2008 to 36.6% and 24.6% in 2014, respectively.
　 Figure 4 shows that the number of registered foreigners in those prefectures with a high 
agglomeration of foreign residents decreased in 2014 compared with 2008.  Indeed, although 
Figure 3　Net inflows of foreign residents by status 2008―2014
Source: Ministry of Justice
Figure 4　 Change in foreign residents during recent economic downturns in selected areas 
by Prefectures with agglomeration of foreign residents (2008→ 2014) 
Source: Municipal Government of each Prefecture
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the number of foreign residents in Japan has increased since 2012, these areas have seen 
continuous decreases every year.  The largest origin groups are Brazilians followed by Chinese, 
Filipinos, and Peruvians.
4. Recent trends in permanent residents
　 The trend of increasing foreigners is expected to remain in the long-term.  While non-
permanent residents (e.g., those with temporary working visas) have been decreasing, 
permanent residents are growing in number, especially in the case of Chinese and Filipinos 
(Table 2).
Table 2　Permanent residents by country of origin
nationality 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013
change in 
2008―2013 (%)
China 142,469 156,295 169,484 184,216 191,958 204,927 43.8
Brazil 110,267 116,228 117,760 119,748 114,641 112,428 2.0
Philippines 75,806 84,407 92,754 99,604 106,399 111,952 47.7
Korean Peninsula 53,106 56,171 58,082 60,262 62,523 64,545 21.5
Peru 29,976 31,711 32,416 33,307 33,331 33,610 12.1
Others 80,432 88,660 94,593 101,303 115,649 127,853 59.0
Total 492,056 533,472 565,089 598,440 624,501 655,315 33.2
Source: Ministry of Justice
　 Since 2008, while the total number of foreign residents has declined in Japan, the number of 
permanent residents has risen despite the impact of the recession by 33.2% during 2008―2013. 
This finding suggests that this group of foreign residents have adapted themselves to Japanese 
society.
　 For example, according to a survey of Hamamatsu city in Shizuoka prefecture, an area 
of high Brazilian population, foreigners who changed their status from non-permanent to 
permanent residents or who want to change in the future rose from 78.4% in 2006 to 92.6% in 
2011.  Several factors explain this increase.  Employment is especially important given that part-
time workers in temporary jobs were hired during the current recession.  Japanese-speaking 
Brazilians are also likely to find full-time jobs, meaning that they can stay in their positions. 
This could be one crucial incentive to become permanent residents.  However, we see a decline 
in the number of permanent residents of Brazilian heritage in 2011.  Thus, Brazilians are the 
only ethnic group influenced by the financial crisis of 2008.
98 Foreign Workers and Remittances in Japan after the Global Financial Crisis
5. Workers’ remittances
　 In this section, we examine how the remittances of foreign workers in Japan to their home 
countries have been affected by the economic crisis.  Although remittances have become an 
increasingly prominent source of income for workers in sending countries, they do respond 
to dramatic changes in economic activity in the receiving countries.  According to the World 
Bank (2012), remittances worldwide fell only slightly in 2009 and have risen again since. 
Officially recorded remittances to developing countries are expected to reach US$ 440 billion 
in 2015, an increase of 0.9% over the previous year.  This increase is reflected by the fact that 
return migration has not taken place as expected, even though the financial crisis reduced 
employment opportunities in receiving countries in Europe and the United States (World Bank 
2012).
　 The major recipients of remittances from Japan are China, Brazil, and the Philippines 
(Figure 5).  These three countries receive about 60% of remittances from Japan.  In particular, 
remittances to China seem not to have been affected by the current crisis, whereas those to 
Brazil almost halved in the two years after 2013, falling from US$ 1,168 to US$ 504 million. 
Similarly, as shown in Figure 6, remittances to Brazil from the United States sharply declined 
after 2013.  These declines in the volume of remittances from Brazilians in major source 
countries imply that the financial crisis had a major impact on remittance flows to Brazil, 
but relatively less effect on the flows to China and the Philippines.  This finding parallels the 
decrease in the number of Brazilians shown in Table 3.
Table 3　Foreign residents by country of origin
2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 share (%)
change in
2008―2014 (%)
China 644,265 670,683 678,391 668,644 652,595 649,078 654,777 30.9 1.6
Korean Peninsula 580,760 571,598 560,799 542,182 530,048 519,640 501,230 23.6 －13.7
Philippines 193,426 197,971 200,208 203,294 202,985 209,183 217,585 10.3 12.5
Brazil 309,448 264,649 228,702 209,265 190,609 181,317 175,410 8.3 －43.3
Vietnam 40,524 40,493 41,354 44,444 52,367 72,256 99,865 4.7 146.4
United States 51,704 51,234 49,821 49,119 48,361 49,981 51,256 2.4 －0.9
Peru 56,050 54,607 52,385 51,471 49,255 48,598 47,978 2.3 －14.4
Others 268,505 274,336 275,601 288,930 307,436 336,392 373,730 17.6 39.2
Total 2,144,682 2,125,571 2,087,261 2,057,349 2,033,656 2,066,445 2121,831 100.0 －1.1
Source: Ministry of Justice
　 Meanwhile, inward remittances to Brazil from Brazilians in the United States and Spain 
also fell dramatically (Figure 6).  Although migrants tend to focus their efforts on finding 
work in new sectors of the economy (Sirkeci et al. 2012), Brazilian migrants were more likely 
to consider return migration in the wake of the global financial crisis compared with other 
national migrants because of the difficulty finding work in other sectors.
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Fig. 5　Outward remittance flows by recipients
Fig. 6　Inward remittance flows to Brazil by source countries
Source: World Bank
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　 Moreover, Bendixen and Onge (2005) reveal the different demographic features of remitters 
in Japan and the United States.  Contrary to their counterparts in the United States, about 
90% of remitters have a bank account in Japan and more than half have bank accounts in their 
home country.  The level of education of these migrants is also considerably higher than that 
for other Latin American migrants in other parts of the world.  Almost 85% of Latino remitters 
in Japan have more than a high school diploma compared with only 17% for Latin American 
migrants in the United States.  Moreover, the average income of Latin American remitters in 
Japan is almost US$ 50,000 a year, approximately twice that of migrants working in the United 
States and comparable to the average income of a typical household in Japan.
　 These findings suggest that Brazilian remitters in Japan originally enjoyed stable 
employment and sought to become permanent residents, as discussed in Section 4. If we 
consider their return, the remittance scenario after 2008, and the fact that most Brazilians were 
temporary workers, foreign residents have become polarized into two groups.  One group has 
been forced to return to their home countries because of unemployment, while the other has 
continued to obtain full-time jobs because of their skills and ability to adjust to Japanese society. 
The former group is more likely to be used as a buffer labor force and thus the overall impact 
on them has fallen because of the downturn in the Japanese economy.
6. Concluding remarks
　 This study highlighted that the global financial crisis of 2008 affected foreign residents 
in Japan.  The number of foreign residents in Japan has declined since 2008, notably Latin 
Americans of Japanese descent, especially Japanese Brazilians.  These groups emigrated to 
Japan as long-term residents, which entitled them to work without restriction in the country, 
even as unskilled workers.  However, as they lost their (often part-time) jobs because of their 
vulnerable working contracts, some had no choice but to return to their home countries once 
unemployed.
　 Although the official reason for granting long-term residency to people of Japanese descent 
in the 1990s was to allow them to visit relatives in Japan, the underlying purpose was to solve 
the serious problem of labor shortages after the collapse of the bubble economy (Kondo 
2008).  Therefore, by entering Japanese society as workers, residents of Japanese descent 
have been vulnerable economically and socially.  For example, the safety net in the case of 
unemployment, sickness, or injury and legal protection measures are ineffective for this group 
of the population.  Local economies with a high agglomeration of workers of Japanese descent 
have also been affected by the decline in those workers.  On the contrary, permanent residents 
have increased in number.  Those who choose to stay in Japan as permanent residents are 
considered to have full-time jobs and speak Japanese, allowing them to integrate into Japanese 
society.
　 In the four years after the onset of the global financial crisis, Japan experienced the largest 
decrease in the number of foreign residents.  During this period, remittances by Brazilians 
to their home country fell significantly, while remittance flows to China and the Philippines 
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remained stable.  This finding suggests that foreign residents have become polarized 
into two groups: one group has been forced to return to their home countries because of 
unemployment, while the other has continued to obtain full-time jobs because of their skills and 
ability to adjust to Japanese society economically and socially.
　 Japan has accepted talented people with high skills as well as unskilled workers to bridge 
labor shortages.  Japanese Brazilians that are long-term residents are accepted as unskilled 
workers; however, they easily become unemployed in times of economic crisis.  Moreover, this 
group of the population needs assistance to be integrated into society and to meet demand in 
the full-time labor market, from which they were prevented access as part of Japan’s integration 
policy.  This issue needs further investigation to develop the country’s immigration policy 
further.
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Abstract
　 The global financial crisis and resultant recession after 2008 affected foreign workers in 
Japan, especially Brazilians of Japanese descent.  The magnitude of the impact on this group 
of the population has raised issues about whether Japanese policies and programs for foreign 
workers are working appropriately.  This study re-examines the status of foreign residents and 
workers in Japan, focusing especially on the trend characterized by the accumulation of workers 
such as Brazilians of Japanese descent.  By using primary data, we examine their remittances to 
Brazil to explore how the economic recession has affected foreign workers from an international 
perspective.  We suggest that foreign residents have become polarized into two groups: one group 
has been forced to return to their home countries because of unemployment, while the other has 
continued to obtain full-time jobs because of their skills and ability to adjust to Japanese society.
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